The question of how to best develop and align curriculum to prepare students to meet everchanging fashion industry expectations has been an ongoing research stream. Numerous scholars have surveyed industry professionals, including their own graduates, to determine the knowledge and skills required for current and future success (Reeves-DeArmond, Mower, and Nishida, 2015) . Recent studies, including Frazier and Cheek (2016) indicate industry professionals place importance on soft skills such as teamwork, leadership, and communication, pointing out the critical role of experiential and collaborative learning environments in enhancing competencies. Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) proposes that learning is a process which "touches all the bases"-experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting (Passarelli and Kolb, 2012, p.140) . ELT elaborates the importance of experience-based learning and its positive relationship with student and professional success. Experiential learning is inherent in study away programs, which have been found to be valuable on many levels (Passarelli and Kolb, 2012; Root and Ngampornchai, 2013; Williams, 2005) . It is well-established that the apparel industry is one of the most globalized, requiring future professionals to have global understanding and competencies (Karpova, Jacobs, Lee, and Andrew, 2011). Yet, little research on the impact of study away experiences is found in Clothing and Textiles literature. Since study away programs have a bearing on curriculum development research, the purpose of this study is to explore links between the knowledge/skills graduating seniors and alumni perceive they acquired in a Fashion Merchandising program and relationships with participation in a study away experience. Findings from the current research are expected to inform study away infused curriculum development to strengthen its relationship with knowledge/skills needed for the workplace.
The setting of this research is a large Fashion Merchandising program with multiple in-house study away programs: semester-long, exchange, summer, and short-term. Recognizing the substantial benefits resulting from these learning experiences, a study away requirement was established for all majors beginning in 2016. To explore effectiveness of study away within merchandising education in providing industry-relevant competencies, this study was developed based on the existing literature with items addressing knowledge/skills. Utilizing purposive sampling, graduating seniors and alumni were recruited via email invitation through senior-level classes, an alumni listserv, and a professional social network site (LinkedIn). Data were collected from a total of 259 participants and usable data retained from 215 subjects after excluding incomplete responses. Among the 215 respondents, 64.5% are graduating in Spring/Summer 2017 and 35.5% are alumni (72% from 2008 through 2016; 18% 2007 and earlier). More than half of the participants had experienced study away (60% graduating seniors
